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Dealing with deniers

Rachel Brazil reviews How to Talk to a Science Denier: Conversations
with Flat Earthers, Climate Deniers, and Others Who Defy Reason by
Lee Mcintyre
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Listen up
Lee Melntyre reporls
that some ways of
responding to
science deniers are
effective atshifting
their views.
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One of the first questions Lee Mcl-
ntyre, a philosopher at Boston Uni-
versity, poses about those who insist
the Earth is flat is: “Can these peo-
ple be serious?” As one of the most
extreme examples ol science denial,
MeclIntyre starts his boak, How 10
Talk to a Science Denier: Conversa-
tions with Flar Farthers, Climaie
Deniers, and Others Who Defv Rea-
son, by describing his visit to the 2018
Flat Earth International Conference
m Denver, US. The answer to his
question, he quickly concludes, is
“ves, completely so™.

-~ Melntyre is the author ol several
previous books, including The Scien-
fific Atritude: Defending Science from
Denial, Fraud and Pscudoscience,
where he argucs that what makes
science distinctive is its cmphasis
on evidence and scientists” willing-
ness Lo change theories on the basis
of new information. His latest book
takes the reader through the cur-
rent literature on the origing of sci-
¢nce denial and the motivations
of deniers, both political and per-
sonal. He dissecls several studies
on how we might communicate with
those who seem to defy reason, and
describes some of his own encoun-
ters with people who will not accept

what most consider irrefutable scien-
tific evidence.

According to Mclatyre the story
ol scicnee denial starts in the 1950s
with the tobacco industry’s cam-
paign to obfuscate the causal link
between smoking and cancer. QOne
executive was quoted saying “doubt
is our product™ and that approach
has become a blueprint for science
denial, including climate change
sceptlicism, ever since. Mclntyre
cites a 2018 US poll in which only
29% of respondents believed that
climate change is anthropomorphic.
He contrasts this with an account
of a trip to the Maldives, where the
effeets of climate change are already
clearto see, “Flat-Earthers may have
seemed harmless but this kind of sci-
ence denizl could Kill us,” he says.

Describing his encounters with
[lat-Earthers in Denver, Meclntyre
paints a picture of those attracted to
what he sees as almost a cult, finding
amixture of Christian fundamental-
ists and conspiracy-theory believers.
Given his connection to the family
of a school shooting victim, one of
his most upsctting encounters is with
a flat-Earther who also believes that
the 2018 Parkland school massacre
of 17 people was faked.

Mclntyre concludes that many
flat-Earthers are emotionally dam-
aged people who harbour resent-
ment and anger towards the elites.
What becomes clear to him is that
their beliefs are deeply rooted in
their identity and sense of belong-
ing — making them much harder
to shift. But flat-Earthers are not
unique here; McIntyre points out
that increasingly many of us support
points of view that match the “politi-
cal team” we feel we belong to, rather
than the other way round.

Mclntyre provides a useful analy-
sis of how to identify science denial.
He describes five elements that are
almost always part of the arguments:
cherry-picking evidence; belief in
conspiracies around the issue; relj-
ance on fake experts; logical errors;
and setting impossible levels of evi-
dence for any opposing views. Given
this, Mclntyre explains that combat-
ing science denial can be dope by
correcting the inaccuracies of the
science, but also by pointing out the
fallacies in the mode of thinking,
known as technigue rebutial.

He also scts out carcfully the
argument for why we can and should
engage with science deniers. A study
in.2010 demonstrated a “backfire
effect”, where presenting the evi-
dence against a person’s position
causesanevenstronger adherence to
it =leading to the demoralizing idea
that there may be no point in fight-
ing back. But Mclntyre reports that
these results were never replicated.
In fact, a breakthrough experiment
done in 2019 by behavioural scien-
tists Philipp Schmid and Cornclia
Betsch from the University of Erfurt,
Germany, showed that several meth-
ods of rebuttal were more effective
than no response at all.

However, McIntyre concludes
that “we’ve outrun the literature”
in working out how 1o talk to sci-
ence deniers and puts forward his
own view that “engagement, trust,
relationships and values are the keys
to real belicf change”, He sets out
to do this himself through building
lrust face-to-face, by listening with-
out attacking, and showing respect.
He describes this approach via con-
versations he has around several
issues. Speaking to coal miners in
Pennsylvania, Mclntyre finds few
outright climate-change deniers
willing to talk. He then moves on to
Lthose who oppose genetically modi-
fied organisms (GMOs). He argues
this is another form of denial that
has caused harm, by preventing the
development of nutrient-enriched
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GM crops that could fight malnutri-
tion in poorer countries,

Thisbrings up the issue of whether
science denial is only a feature of
right-wing ideologies or if there
is also a “liberal war on science™
While therc is not an equivalence,
Mcintyre argues that those on the
Ieft have no right to be smug. For
example, the rhetoric and claims that
Monsanto deliberately caused food
shortages to promote the use of GM
foods certainly share the conspiracy
thinking found in other forms of sci-
ence denial.

Having written Lthe book during
the COVID-19 pandemic, Mcln-
tyre tackles the massive amounts of
disinformation that have taken root
around it, prophetically foreshad-
owing the anti-vaccination stance
that predominates in some parts of
the US. Presumably writing in 2020,
he expresses some hope that minds
will change and points out that when
the focus of the pandemic in the US
moved from New York to the rest
of the country in 2020, there was
less support for the politicians who
refused tolisten to science. But at the
end of 2021 this hope now scems out-
dated, with disinformation clearly
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FAPACTFACTOR:

We need to talk to
those with whom we
disagree. But we
have to be smart
about how we do it

impacting vaccination levels and
mask-wearing in states like Texas
and Florida, where COVID out-
breaks re-emerged.

Overall, this book presents an
authoritative and entertaining
account of science denial and how
we might fight it, moving smoothly
between theory and the author’s
personal experiences of talking to
science deniers. Unfortunately, the
book is a little light on those conver-
sations, due to limited opportunitics
for face-to-fuce mecetings during the
pandemic, and McIntyre has few
examples of success in persuading
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deniers to change their minds. He
does, however, discuss his future
plans to engage with flat-Earthers
along with retired physicist Bruce
Sherwood. Sherwood has produced
a 3D computer modcl that shows
how the flat-Earth sky would really
look — nothing like reality. It will
certainly be interesting to see if their
combined approach can make a dif-
ference in future.

MclIntyre concludes with a call
for scientists to get out of their echo
chambers. “We need to start talking
Lo onc another again, especially to
those with whom we disagree.” he
says. “But we have to be smart about
howwe doit.” No insulting, no sham-
ing, and lots of empathy and respect.
Particularly with the existential
threats posed by climate change,
he says “We must try to make them
understand, we must try to get them
Lo care, but first we have to go out
there face to face and begin to talk
to them.”

Rachel Brazil is 2 science wriler based in

London, UK, e-mail rachelbrazil@hotmail.

com, Twitter @rachelbbrazil. She wrote the
Physics World article "Fighting flat-Earth
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